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Abstract 
Societal norms regarding gender identification are shifting from traditional binary 
designations to a broader array of these. Musical dance theatre is among the many artistic 
forms demonstrating the change. This paper will demonstrate that the shift has early roots 
and a strong presence in dance over the decades since the turn of the century with the true 
change being the increasing acceptance of society at large. It will also document how the 
growing acceptance has affected musical theatre production themes/re-creations, 
performer skill/style, choreography, and dance educators’ teaching challenges and 
opportunities. Finally, it will address how the latter group must adapt standard 
approaches to dance education and instruction to meet the inclusive-minded student 
generation of today and likely tomorrow.   
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Introduction  
The commercial nature of musical theatre makes it a strong agent of change in a 
constantly evolving society. As traditional gender identification becomes increasingly 
blurred in society, musical theatre is reflecting this change and, in turn, further affecting 
the surrounding culture. Performers themselves are now demanding a broader lens in 
terms of how they are viewed and how gender is portrayed on stage. Through an 
examination of binary roles in musical theatre history, the choreographers who solidified 
or challenged gender norms, and current practices in play development, casting, 
costuming, and choreographic choices, this paper demonstrates the ways in which 
musical theatre is already adapting to gender identity shifts. In concert with the historical 
review of this evolution, I will explore these challenges from my viewpoint as an 
educator and will demonstrate how these challenges might be addressed through my 
reimagined gender non-specific choreography of well-known examples from the 1934 
musical ​Anything Goes, ​which has historically been presented through a binary lens. It is 
my intention with this work to highlight issues educators today must consider regarding 
gender and suggest pathways for instruction, education, and further research. Finally, I 
suggest possibilities for continued change.  
Non-binary gender identities are not new in the performing arts. While their 
existence is acknowledged and generally accepted among dance scholars and 
professionals, non-binary characters have not been as readily created and consciously 
presented for the public's consumption in musical theatre dance. A handful of new 
musicals have tested these norms with some commercial success. As shifting norms in 
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greater society bring increased acceptance of gender diversity, the creative and 
commercial entertainment world will likely continue to reflect and promote this evolution 
through new plays and re-imagining of older plays. Writers, producers, and performers 
may adapt story lines and character development, consider broader casting choices, and 
expand dance skills in character portrayal. Choreographers, in particular, may create 
work that does not depend solely on traditional masculine and feminine roles or fall prey 
to typical dramatic tropes of gender bending for the sake of shock effect.  
The questions that inspired this research and the resulting thesis performance 
were the following: How do we reflect the changing norms of society in musical dance 
choreography and performance, whether in new works or revivals of those from the past? 
How, as a society, have we determined gender and how have we then put it on 
stage—through the physicality and mannerisms of a performer, or through the aesthetic 
of what they are wearing and how they look, or through some combination of those or 
something else? How do we discard the sometimes suffocating labels of identity in 
dance? Finally, in regards to partner work, what are the ways to demonstrate an equitable 
relationship between a pair of dancers instead of the more usual dominant/submissive 
roles?  
As a musical theatre professional and former Radio City Rockette, I have mostly 
played traditional feminine roles: smiling and flirtatious in high heels, stockings, leotards 
and high waisted skirts cut to accentuate my long legs. There is a certain satisfaction in 
showcasing that idea of femininity, as one of the many acceptable sexual depictions in 
musical theatre dance. With the Rockettes, there was an additional power in thirty-six 
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athletic, high stepping dancers demonstrating the force of a united line of women. While I 
still question the aesthetic of a manufactured and robotic image of the ‘perfect’ woman, I 
embraced the notion that our anonymity in the line contributed to the strength we found 
in that sisterhood. My experience with these layered illustrations of femininity, soft and 
sweet but with steel underneath, are what I brought to the dance studio. Women were 
strong yet supported. Men were physically stronger and provided the support. While there 
was room to move within those two extremes, they were the basis from which I taught.  
My perspective has evolved.  I still believe that there are benefits to the binary 
definition of gender as it provides the boundaries of a characterization range, in a way. 
However, with this new generation of students, I see now that the boundaries must be 
broadened. It has been exciting in the past few years to challenge my preconceived 
perceptions and to acknowledge that the musical theatre field still has room to grow. This 
paper does not place a judgement value on traditional gender identities and roles versus 
expanded definitions of gender. It is possible to celebrate traditional views of binary 
definitions as well as treasure the broadened definition that gender diversity inspires. The 
next generations of artists and their artistry will enrich the field, and I am committed to 
supporting them.  
 
Research 
In any creative endeavor, ‘freeing channels and channeling freedom’ involves some form 
of spontaneity, discovery, surprise, and a dash of problem solving. Some possible 
connotations of ‘freeing channels’ are: opening up, letting go, and having a willingness to 
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accept all possible thoughts and outcomes. In other words, in order not to remain in the 
same place, spinning around in a rut of repetition, one might search out resources beyond 
the current orbit of experience. Creation can then result from channeling that openness 
into a new form. This applies across multiple disciplines and interests. From a scientific 
discovery like Albert Einstein’s Theory of Relativity to an artistic change in form like 
Merce Cunningham’s ‘chance’ choreography, freeing channels offers a myriad of ways in 
which to unearth something new. Even taking a moment to look up at the sky, as the 
Wright Brothers did when they saw a bird on the current of a breeze and imagined a craft 
capable of flight, can offer the possibility of expanding one’s thinking. Releasing oneself 
from the preconceived notion of the form involved, from being stymied by the terror of 
not knowing, and allowing for improvisation is key to freeing oneself from the constant 
status quo. 
Oddly, unfettered creativity might require boundaries to channel the freed 
thinking and avoid the threat of drowning in too many options. A method of ordering, 
questioning, creating scaffolds for thought, tearing down, investigating, and rebuilding 
may be in order, as is allowing others to witness and participate in the working process 
by providing objectivity. In forming the unique element found in the openness of 
freedom, the artist is really concerning her/himself with expanded thinking, discovering 
moments that spark interest, and then shaping those sparks into whatever the resulting 
product might be. In short, the artist is freeing channels in order to channel freedom. This 
was how I approached my research into gender identity and expression. 
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What follows is a distillation of the vast and varied research that underpinned my 
work addressing gender in dance within the context of musical theatre. The topics of 
gender roles and identity, influential choreographers, and historical societal and cultural 
change are broad unto themselves, therefore I must acknowledge that it is not possible to 
cover each in depth within the framework of this thesis.  
About​ ​Gender  
Gender envelops gender identity (how we see ourselves), gender roles (socially 
constructed), and gender expression (how we display how we identify). 
Merriam-Webster’s online definition of gender identity is as follows: “​a person's internal 
sense of being male, female, some combination of male and female, or neither male nor 
female” (“gender identity”). An important distinction of note exists here— “sex” is how 
we are anatomically built at birth, whereas “gender identity” is as defined above.  
The formal definition of gender identity seems simple enough, but do we follow 
how someone feels about how they identify or do we follow our conscious and 
unconscious biases in making distinctions? Mannerisms (one’s physicality) and aesthetic 
(personal accoutrements) are large parts of how society interprets gender. We as humans 
often make decisions ​on how to view a person based on what we see. In ​Choreographing 
Difference: The Body and Identity in Contemporary Dance​, Ann Cooper Albright writes 
about how societal influences determine how we see gender and the like. She states:  
Indeed, capitalism and its resultant commodity fetishes have encouraged us to 
‘read’ one another’s class, gender, and ethnic and sexual identities by way of our 
skin, clothing, jewelry, and other forms of bodily ornamentation…. Of course, 
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what these ads leave out—what is not readily for sale—is the appropriate physical 
countenance to successfully wear the identity the styles evoke. Some of the most 
interesting examples of cultural subversion occur precisely when those dresses 
and those bags get worn by the ‘wrong’ body, appropriated across race, class, or 
gender in order to signify something entirely different. (42) 
These items of aesthetic value “worn by the ‘wrong’ body” challenge assumptions of 
gender identity. ​Gender aesthetics have certainly changed over the decades. In 1918, pink 
was a color for boys because of its stronger hue while blue was for girls, but that is not 
the case today (Maglaty). ​Aesthetic values adapt alongside changing societal mores, and 
a whole study could be done on costume design alone and its use in depicting gender 
identity as a companion to this study on dance.  
The physicality of a person can challenge assumptions as well; walking with a 
small, narrow stride can be inferred as feminine and shaking hands with a full grip as 
masculine. Transgendered people may find themselves undoing gender because their 
physicality may not match the gender with which they identify. In an article for ​Gender 
& Society, ​C​atherine Connell writes, “Transpeople disrupt the assumption that sex 
(designation at birth as either ‘male’ or ‘female’), sex category (social designation as 
either ‘male’ or ‘female’ in everyday interactions), and gender (management of conduct 
based on one’s assigned sex category) correspond with each other” (32). 
Revisiting Albright’s ​Choreographing Difference​, in terms of dance and 
performance, she writes “...dance can help us trace the complex negotiations between 
somatic experience and cultural representation—between body and identity” (xiv).  This 
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leads me to ask the question: While the viewer may initially see a category like gender on 
stage, could the performer’s physicality of the movement make those categories 
disappear? She also asks if the costumes, lighting, and set design have any effect on how 
an audience member determines what is seen and experienced (xiv). I believe artists have 
the tools to subvert gender assumptions, not to mention any other cultural assumptions, 
and can have an impact on the evolution of those assumptions.  
Tracing Gender Roles in Partner Dancing 
In social dance, there has been an evolution of gender roles that have coincided 
with societal changes. The pre-depression era of the 1920s saw women in the workforce, 
gaining the right to vote, and the commercialization of femininity with the growth of the 
magazine industry. This era also brought the pansy craze, a time period of LGBTQ 
prominence in urban entertainment. Vaudeville and then the Harlem Renaissance brought 
Black dance styles to the greater public’s consciousness, with swing and lindy hop 
introducing the “break away,” where partners opened up from a closed dance position 
and had more freedom to improvise and put their interpretation on the movement. Prior to 
this, in the second decade of the 20th century, ballroom dance couple Vernon and Irene 
Castle​ were instrumental in refining, in their view, the Black dances of the day into 
movements that would be more palatable by those in the dominant White class. “[They] 
were everything society considered elegant and sophisticated, and they soon helped 
revolutionize ballroom dancing, by example, in their own dancing and by teaching 
private lessons” (“Ragtime”). Their codification of partner dancing solidified what it 
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meant to be a ‘man’ and ‘woman’ while dancing and influenced partnered social dance 
for decades to come.  
With World War II, women were called into the workforce in even greater 
numbers, giving them a more definitive taste of autonomy in a work setting. ​The largest 
impact on social dancing at this time was the prevalence of the television. In the postwar 
era of the 1950s, staying at home to watch one’s favorite program was often more 
appealing than going out dancing. The next generation related social dancing, and partner 
dancing, as passé. Rock and roll music in the 1950s, as well as personal sized radios, 
brought about social dancing that was for ‘fun,’ with moves that were easier to pick up 
when watched on the television. Line dances became popular as well, where autonomy in 
movement between genders became more accepted, and dances like the “bop” allowed 
more personal freedom as the couples did not actually touch (Stephenson and Iaccarino 
49-51).  
The Twist in the early 1960’s celebrated individualized dancing and was a 
precursor to the independence experienced with free-form solo dancing later in the 
decade. This was the beginning of the era of ‘free love,’ where experimentation in sex 
and drug use would challenge social and gender constructs. Come the 1970s, discoteques, 
drugs, and the “sudden influx of gay men…[and] their ability to energize the dance floor” 
brought a revolution in social dancing. While the dancers were individuals on the floor, 
able to express themselves with more freedom, in that moment they were a part of a 
larger community, and therefore danced as one (Malnig 201-202). Or, as Tim Lawrence 
puts it in his essay “1970s Social Dancing, Culture, and Club Dancer,” “Instead, by 
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moving around on a single spot, dancers would effectively groove with multiple partners” 
(Malnig 202). However, one of the largest impacts of the disco era was its effects on 
identity and the ability of the dancers to feel the freedom to express themselves. 
Ballroom dance experienced some renewed interest in the 1990s, perhaps due to 
films such as ​Swing Kids ​and ​Strictly Ballroom​, an economic downturn, conservatism, 
and those tired of dancing solo. Consequently, and after years of finding individuality in 
dancing without a partner, the binary coupling of a man leading and a woman following 
came back into vogue. This return to a more traditional representation of gender roles in 
partnering, though, was questioned by those who welcomed a diverse view of gender 
identification in society. In this new millennium, was it fair to assume that partner 
dancing would go back to what it was?  
Organizations like Lavender Country and Folk Dancers, established in the late 
1980s and who sponsor gender-free communities throughout the United States, have 
welcomed people of all gender identities to dance various contra and country dances at 
camps and gatherings throughout the year. ​According to a ​New York Times​ article in 
2004, ​“In the Ballroom, A Redefinition Of  'Couple’,” ​same sex partners challenged the 
rules governing amateur ballroom competitions, with the intention of creating more 
acceptance for non-binary coupling. College ballroom organizations pushed for changes 
in the rules to reflect what the younger generation wanted, but they were still met with 
resistance (Marx).  
Ballroom was being considered as a sport category in the 2008 Olympics, but 
including non-binary couples was deemed problematic. LGBTQ+ organizations 
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suspected that allowing same sex partners could jeopardize the field’s inclusion. There 
was also a concern that if men could dance together, then who would the women dance 
with? Of course, economics came into play as well, with fears that advertisers would flee 
if non-binary coupling was depicted on television as leaders of ballroom tried to entice 
television producers to give the form air time (Marx). However, since 1982, the LGBTQ+ 
ballroom community has been able to participate every four years in competitions via the 
International Gay Games, an organization that promotes equality in the sports arena and 
serves as an outlet for same sex couples to compete. The 2018 film ​Hot to Trot 
documents four same sex couples as they prepare for these games.  
As acceptance for the LGBTQ+ community continues, spurred on by political 
victories such as the legalization of same sex marriage as well as representation in 
popular media, the young generation of today are demanding more tolerance and 
acceptance for gender diversity. The use of non gendered pronouns in dance classes and 
utilizing the terms “lead and follow” or “partner A and partner B” are just a couple of the 
methods proposed and being widely adopted. Even more exciting, however, are the 
explorations by several in the social dance community of different ways to share control 
of the dance partnership, instead of one partner always leading or following. Switch 
dancing, where the leader and follower change roles within the dance, was a major 
inspiration for this thesis. 
Re-envisioning a Classic:  Anything Goes 
As a teacher in the musical theatre field, I am constantly utilizing the musical 
theatre repertoire for my class work and am faced oftentimes with how to cast a scene 
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when I have a student who does not fit the gender binary roles typified in the genre. This 
resulted in a revisionist approach with an eye toward adapting gender roles to better 
reflect the composition of students in my classroom. The musical ​Anything Goes​ is a 
show that has the flexibility and the history to be adapted for 2020. Therefore, I used this 
show as my base to create an alternate version that challenges binary gender norms. The 
musical satirizes America’s love for showmanship in regards to religion and criminality, 
themes that still exist today. The character of Reno Sweeney is a former evangelist turned 
nightclub singer. Moonface Martin is a gangster masquerading as a minister. Billy 
Crocker is a stockbroker disguised as a gangster. Reno’s backup singers, the Angels, are 
worldly showgirls. Hope Harcourt, a financially troubled debutante, is in love with Billy, 
yet engaged to Lord Evelyn Oakleigh, a possible key to her financial solvency. They are 
all onboard a ship, the SS American, where rules are few, romantic hijinx abound, and 
people are allowed to display who they truly are—literally, anything goes. This premise, 
as well as a history of rewrites and song changes for each major revival since its first 
showing, allowed me freedom for a rethinking of how these characters could be 
represented.  
Anything Goes​ debuted on Broadway in 1934, a period of time where most 
musicals consisted of great songs, dance numbers, and celebrities in leading roles, all 
loosely held together by a comic script (Knapp 89). The original book of the show was 
written by Guy Bolton and P.G. Wodehouse, but was substantially rewritten by Russell 
Crouse and Howard Lindsay when the original concept of a bomb threat on an ocean 
liner was tossed. In the end, the story centered around several relationships: The 
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stowaway Billy Crocker is in love with Hope Harcourt who is engaged to the wealthy 
Englishman Lord Evelyn Oakleigh; Reno Sweeney, who still has feelings for her old 
friend Billy but ends up with Lord Evelyn; and the comic pairing of Billy with Moonface 
Martin, a gangster hungering for more notoriety.  
What particularly caught my attention when researching the show was the 
possibility of an underlying homosexual meaning, as laid out in Raymond Knapp’s book 
The American Musical and the Formation of National Identity:  
If an audience wishes to see it, there is thus plenty in the show to suggest that Sir 
Evelyn’s effeteness and British mannerisms—not to mention the odd combination 
of “Sir” with “Evelyn,” since the latter would have registered with Americans as 
decidedly a woman’s name—might indicate a homosexual orientation, and that a 
marriage for him could possibly have been a cover (as it largely was for the 
homosexual Cole Porter himself); hence Sir Evelyn’s telling misuse of American 
slang when he declares to Moon Face that he has “hot pants” for him. (90) 
Knapp also references the men’s chorus costumed in “cute” nautical uniforms and 
singing in tight harmonies, inferring another meaning to the closeness of men at sea. He 
further comments on Billy disguising himself as a sailor and then as a woman as well as 
being the recipient of Moonface Martin’s effeminate song “Be Like the Bluebird” (Knapp 
90). The fact that this was a show that had possible hidden meanings made it an 
intriguing fit for playing with the gender identification, expression, and roles of the 
characters via greater emphasis and openness.  
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Another justification for choosing this musical to adapt in terms of gender is the 
fact that it has been adapted and re-written several times since its opening. The re-writes 
that occured before the show premiered is not the only time adaptations to the script have 
happened in this show’s history. Two films were made of the musical, one in 1936 and 
one in 1956. The first generally adhered to the storyline, but the second was very loosely 
based on the musical’s plot and both had different songs than the original. In 1962, the 
musical was revived off-Broadway at the Orpheum Theatre, and the book was updated by 
Guy Bolton, the writer of the original libretto, and six more Porter songs were put into the 
show. This version became the one that would be reproduced at other theatres until the 
show came back to Broadway via a Lincoln Center production in 1987. Timothy Crouse 
(original Broadway librettist Russel Crouse’s son) and John Weidman were responsible 
for rewriting the script and recovered many of the 1934 songs that had been taken out in 
the 1962 version. The 1987 revival, with Patti Lupone as Reno Sweeney, was a hit and 
this version is what is generally used when re-producing the musical across the world 
today (Mordden, ​Sing​ 73-79). Only minor tweaks to the script and songs occured in the 
latest revival on Broadway in 2011, which starred Broadway veterans Sutton Foster as 
Reno Sweeney and Joel Grey as Moonface Martin.  
The Subtle Genius of Cole Porter 
Cole Porter’s music was especially adored by New York sophisticates, with his 
clever lyrics and witticisms that reflected what was happening in society at the time. But, 
the tunes in ​Anything Goes​ in particular were so melodic that a lay person would still 
enjoy humming them. His use of double entendre meant that those in the know could read 
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between the lines and enabled him to push the boundaries of what was acceptable in 
commercial art at the time. For example “Blow Gabriel Blow” (from ​Anything Goes​) is 
not only referencing the horn of archangel Gabriel, but has a homoerotic inference as 
well. His ability to write music that was commercially viable meant that his songs 
became standards and “ready to wear,” meaning, they could be interchanged among 
shows and could stand alone when sung, especially his music in the 30s and certainly 
within ​Anything Goes​ (Mordden, ​Sing​ 62). The listener did not need context to appreciate 
what was being said. In addition, his songs sound like him, as opposed to the characters 
that sing them (Mordden, ​Anything Goes​ 140). In a way, this created an equality amongst 
all the characters. That it is Porter’s voice means that the character portrayals could easily 
be tweaked if the musical was to be revived to reflect a different time period with 
different societal values.  
The Pansy Craze Context 
Another reason for selecting this show and the two songs in it was because of its 
reflection of the time period in which it was written. In the early twentieth century, 
another force was impacting gender roles in social life and dance. The ‘pansy craze’ was 
a time of LGBTQ influence in the social culture of this period. Many believe that the 
later riots at the Stonewall Inn in 1969 were the moment that the LGBTQ community 
came into the public's awareness, but this happened decades before. Cross dressers, gays, 
lesbians, transgender, and gender nonconforming people were a part of the hugely 
popular Ball culture in New York and in major cities across the United States in the 
1920s, starting with the masquerade balls of the late 1800s in Harlem. Whether in or out 
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of drag, gay cabaret acts emassed large followings among gay and straight audiences 
alike. In ballrooms, it could be difficult to tell if all the ‘leaders’ and ‘followers’ were 
actually men or women, as they blended into the roaring nightlife that the LGBTQ 
community provided (Pruitt).  
When the Great Depression hit, however, this community found itself forced 
underground​ as “backlash began in the 1930s, as ‘part of a wider Depression-era 
condemnation of the cultural experimentation of the 20's, which many blamed for the 
economic collapse’” (Pruitt). Since the prohibition era brought about mob controlled 
speakeasies and the crime that accompanied them, it seemed that trouble followed 
wherever the ‘pansies’ performed or frequented. Police officers and club owners were 
instructed to keep this “queer” element out. When prohibition ended and bars were 
allowed to open again, the pansy period effectively came to an end, and those in the 
throes of the Depression had no use for the excess that the pansies symbolized (Bullock).  
Cole Porter, reveling in creating lyrics that the educated and culturally savvy 
would “get” (as well as being gifted in the art of double entendre), would have 
commented on what was happening around him during this period. As a closeted 
homosexual and working in the theatre, a haven for those identifying differently than 
societal norms, it is not far fetched to assume that he would have frequented the cabarets 
of the pansy period. After censorship laws against “sexual perversion” in film and theatre 
passed in the early 1930s, as a result of the pansy craze, “unabashed gay 
self-representation…would not be allowed on the stage or screen again for more than a 
generation. But gay subtexts persisted, and the complex subcultural codes and semiotics 
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of gay life continued to infuse popular culture through the lyrics of Cole Porter . . .” 
(Chauncey 357).   
Evolution of Gender Identity and Roles in Musical Theatre Dance 
Representations of gender identity and gender roles in musical theatre dance have 
been continually evolving over the course of the 20th century and into the 21st. There are 
choreographers who solidified cultural gender norms and those who pushed the 
boundaries of those norms, some of which are discussed below. All were a product of 
their experiences and the time periods in which they worked.  
At the end of the 19th century and into the first two decades of the 20th, John 
Tiller, an English manufacturer, produced and trained an all female precision dance 
troupe whose popularity caught the attention of American producers and led to multiple 
contracts for his “Tiller Girls” in various musical productions in the U.S. His aptitude for 
plucking out of obscurity attractive young girls with dance potential, as well as his 
demanding training techniques, helped cement the image of the chorus girl that lasted for 
decades (Kislan 44-46). His “Tiller Girls” were a part of the Ziegfeld Follies, and in 
1922, influenced audience member Russel Markert (“10 Things”). Markert was so 
enamored that he envisioned his own troupe of high kicking, beautiful women, who 
would become the Radio City Rockettes, an American entertainment staple today and a 
template of musical theatre’s long legged chorine. 
Choreographer Jack Cole began his dancing career under the influence of the 
modern dance company Denishawn. Ruth St. Denis’ infatuation with the dances of the 
Far East, as well as the athleticism learned in Ted Shawn’s Men Dancers company in the 
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early 1930s, led Cole to blend his thorough studies of predominantly East Indian, South 
American and Caribbean dance with the jazz music of African American culture to come 
up with a unique style of Theatre Jazz dance (Kislan 86). In his Broadway and 
Hollywood musicals, his men were depicted as strong and athletic with their deep pliés 
and were, at times, the backdrop for the women leads. Through his guidance, his women 
used their vivacity and sex appeal to become the screen sirens of the 1940s and 50s, 
which is a characterization of femininity that still exists today. His impact in the theatre 
dance world is still felt with these definitions of masculinity and femininity.  
Agnes de Mille revolutionized the landscape of the modern musical with the use 
of a ‘dream’ ballet in ​Oklahoma ​in 1943. While she was not the first to use such a tool, 
no other prior dream ballet “probed deeply into the inner psychic life of a central 
character, or advanced the plot appreciably” (Long 40). Her use of characterization and 
narrative in dance to further the plot established the importance of movement and gesture 
depicting who we are, even if she stayed within the binary cisgender roles and 
relationships of the time. 
Jerome Robbins, one of the ultimate director-choreographers, conducted in depth 
research into all of his work, which led to dancers with fully fleshed out characters. 
Particularly interesting is the character of Anybodys in ​West Side Story (1957)​, the 
tomboy who desperately wants to be a member of the boys’ gang. She gives us a peek 
into the feelings of isolation that come with a gender identity not in keeping with cultural 
norms. Her masculine physicalization of the character shows us the power of gesture and 
identity. The musical, with a creative team of four homosexual men, is essentially about 
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forbidden love between members of two opposing culturally distinct groups. That, and 
the isolation of Anybodys, are reflections of the conservative time period and the 
dominant culture’s non-acceptance of “other” cultures as well as nonconforming gender 
or sexual identity (Long 108). 
Bob Fosse, with his early training on vaudeville stages, became one of the best 
known theatre dance choreographers of the 20th century. Jerome Robbins’ 
recommendation to director George Abbott got Fosse his first big choreographic break 
with the 1954 Broadway musical ​The Pajama Game​ (Long 159). The brilliant Carol 
Haney in “Steam Heat,” with her bowler hat and suit, dances in perfect harmony with the 
two male dancers. Not only was it “a master work of jazz choreography” (Long 150), but 
it also showed how Fosse could create movement that any strong dancer could do, no 
matter the gender.  
From the late 60s until today, choreographers have found more freedom of 
expression within gender identity. The sexual revolution enabled the youth of the time to 
challenge gender roles and norms. Julie Arenal, choreographer for 1967’s ​Hair​, utilized 
improvisation that allowed the performers to individualize their characters. ​La Cage Aux 
Folles ​in 1983 was the first time homosexuality and drag culture was presented on 
Broadway to commercial success. Scott Salmon’s choreography for the dancers in drag 
took on the gestures of the typical chorus girl and made the point that men could be 
feminine too. ​Rent ​in 1994 brought the AIDS crisis to the awareness of Broadway 
audiences. Marlies Yearby’s sexually explicit gestural choreography gave a voice to a 
community screaming to be heard. In 2006, Bill T. Jones’ abstract gestural choreography 
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subverted gender completely in ​Spring Awakening​. All of these choreographers gave 
context for my decisions in this thesis project.  
Anti-binary Interpretation: Ambidancetrous/Switch Partnering 
As I began to envision my choreography that would explore and present 
non-binary gender roles, I realized that I needed to look specifically at partnering. 
Traditionally in most forms of dance, the man leads and lifts, and the woman is led and is 
lifted. I wanted to equalize the partnerships, which led me to explore switch swing dance. 
Today, there is a large switch swing dance community who, at some competitions, do not 
know who they are going to dance with and are able to spontaneously adapt. It is 
fascinating to watch movement as not defined by the binary world and yet retain the 
character and intent of the piece. It reflects today’s fluid definition of sexuality and 
gender. 
 Swing dancers Samantha Nguyen and Calvin Lu use the term ‘ambidancetrous’ to 
signify how gender is not a part of the lead or follow equation. They are a part of a 
community that celebrates ‘ambidancing’ as a way to include those who do not ascribe to 
traditional gender roles in dance. In their 2017 TEDx talk, they compelled the audience to 
look at the importance of evolving gender roles in swing dance, and how simple changes 
can make a big difference in the practice of inclusion. They practice a ‘switch’ technique, 
where the partners are well versed in both lead and follow and switch roles during the 
dance itself. As swing dance is largely improvisatory, this method makes for a fun and 
creative dance experience.  
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In their talk, “Breaking Down Gender Roles in Swing Dance,” Nguyen said that 
typically in social dancing, a man leads and the woman follows, but that this “seems to 
perpetuate a negative power dynamic. One where the man pulls and the woman falls. One 
where the man asserts and the woman reacts. Or, one where the man makes the decisions 
and the woman allows them to happen to her. What ​he​ says goes.” She adds that if 
society today does not practice that in their lives then why should it be practiced in swing 
dancing? Her dance partner, Calvin Lu, made the point that “we almost never see a 
reversal of the power dynamic [between men and women]” and he identified the 
classroom as a big place where you learn which role you are ‘supposed’ to play. Social 
dance teachers use phrases like, “guys on this side and girls on the other,” which can 
make anyone who wants to buck the heteronormative construct feel even more 
marginalized. Once a swing dancer goes out into the world, via performance or socially, 
they take what they have learned with them. So, the heteronormative constructs continue 
to be ​propagated ​(“Breaking Down Gender”). 
Nguyen and Lu claim that change is happening in swing dance classes and events. 
For instance: Teachers are encouraged not to use gendered pronouns in class; 
traditionally male roles, like who is the DJ or MC, are being opened to others at swing 
events; and having “clear code[s] of conduct” in class and at events is of the utmost 
importance in creating safe and welcoming spaces. Nguyen points out that once a person 
is out at a social dance event, they are not dancing with the same person the entire 
evening. They may ask someone to dance that does not follow the typical ‘rules’ of who 
leads and who follows. Then what? The ability to take on both roles in order to be more 
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inclusive of all that are in the room wanting to participate is imperative. They have 
helped start an annual three day workshop in San Francisco called “The Switch” where 
dancers can learn either or both roles of lead and follow, how to ‘switch’ the lead during 
a dance, as well as attend panel conversations on the role of gender in swing dance. 
Nguyen says that by utilizing buttons on clothing that labels if you lead or follow, or 
both, helps take gender out of the equation (“Breaking Down Gender”). ‘Switch’ dancing 
may not be for everyone, but swing dancer and DJ Mary Blendermann believes that 
learning how to lead and follow creates a more empathetic dancer and is a good option 
for those who enjoy a challenge (Blendermann).  
Preparation: Switch Swing Dance 
In preparation for my swing inspired choreography, in addition to utilizing books 
and videos on the form, I spent two months taking swing classes from Spencer Weisbond 
at New York’s Steps on Broadway dance studio. It was there that I realized how 
challenging the style was. I kept the role of “follower” in the classes as I needed to keep 
my sense of familiarity in a form that I was decidedly unfamiliar with. Later, with the 
help of colleagues, I became the leader while guiding them through the movement. 
Inspiration for my choreography came from these classes and from hours of watching 
swing switch dancing and competitions on online platforms such as YouTube. 
 
Methodology 
There have been new musicals that have challenged gender norms. From ​The Rocky 
Horror Picture Show​ to ​Head Over Heels​, new stories and characters have embraced a 
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more diverse view of gender identification. Can a more diverse view apply to revivals, so 
that we do not lose the shows of the past? Examples exist of musicals that have been 
adapted to include non-traditional casting. The 2019 revival of ​Oklahoma​ had an African 
American playing the lead role of Laurey and a woman who is paraplegic playing the 
overly amorous Ado Annie. From its commercial success, that revival worked. The script 
was not changed, but how the story and the characters were portrayed gave it a more 
contemporary representation of life on the prairie. The 2019 revival of ​Kiss Me, Kate​, 
another Cole Porter classic, had additional material written by Amanda Green who 
softened the gender stereotypes in the original script that is based on Shakespeare’s ​The 
Taming of the Shrew​. In 2020, the revival of ​West Side Story​ opened with a much more 
racially diverse cast, and included homosexual gang members as well as what appeared to 
be a gender fluid character who worked in the bridal shop. In 2020, the musical ​Company 
is being revived with the male lead role of ‘Bobby’ changing to a female ‘Bobbie’ and 
several other characters changing gender roles. Reported in ​The New York Times​: “​The 
new production involves a significant rejiggering of the show’s gender dynamics” 
(Paulson). This is the most recent strong commercial example of a revival that challenges 
gender identity norms. 
In my view, ​Anything Goes​ could join this collection of revisions. Reno Sweeney 
could be played by the opposite sex. If Evelyn Oakleigh was originally written as 
effeminate and possibly a closeted homosexual, as Porter was, then why couldn’t a 
homosexual Reno be the pair mate? Reno could still be in love with Billy if that was the 
case. I envisioned that the character could even be gender fluid and able to embrace 
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masculine and feminine expressions, with the Angels (Reno’s back-up singers) being a 
mix of genders, enabling the audience to experience a diverse imagining of the story line 
and a reflection of today’s society. 
Interesting observations occurred as I made these changes to the casting. For 
example, how did putting on high heeled shoes change one’s physicality? Should it? Why 
did a walk become a glide or a strut once the heels were on? How does the aesthetic 
change the physicality? I found that my direction had to be more precise in order not to 
let each performer’s preconceived notion of clothing and accessories change who the 
character was, unless I was specifically trying to make a point about it. 
As an artist and educator, I chose to present my performance thesis at my place of 
work, an educational center. That meant that I needed the audience to experience the 
piece as an educational tool in how to approach musical theatre direction and 
choreography in a changing time, with a focus on the current and future student artists at 
the school. As Elliot W. Eisner wrote in ​Cognition and Curriculum Reconsidered​: 
What one is able to experience through any of the sensory systems depends, for 
example, not only on the characteristics of the qualities in the environment but 
also on one’s purposes, frames of reference, or what Neisser (1976) refers to as 
the anticipatory schemata that the individual has acquired during the course of his 
or her life. (25) 
Considering the “schemata” that the viewing public brings to performances, I structured 
my performance piece to break through that “schemata” and demonstrate other 
interpretations when presenting stories within the musical theatre collection. Therefore, 
30 
my approach to presenting this performance as a lecture demonstration in four parts 
fulfilled that need.  
In my thinking about how to be more inclusive in my teaching and choreography, 
I researched the musical theatre choreographers who had helped to define gender in their 
field. How choreographers physicalized gender was instructive and gave me a theme for a 
hypothetical college course, as well as how to possibly approach the choreography and 
staging for the thesis performance in four parts. Those four parts, with commentary given 
by me in between, were: “Gender Gesture,” a solo work intended to give historical 
context by highlighting some choreographers over the past decades who helped define or 
subvert gender expression and roles in musical theatre dance; “Anything Goes,” a 
musical number within the show of the same title, which explored gender expression and 
identity; “Blow Gabriel Blow,” a second number from that show, which allowed for a 
demonstration of equitable dance partnering roles; and a final talkback with the audience, 
intended to further the conversation of gender inclusivity in our performance and 
educational community. 
Performance Thesis Part A: ​“Gender Gesture” 
There is a legion of choreographers who impacted the musical theatre field. 
Drawing directly on my research of musical theatre dance history, my solo, the text and 
movement piece “Gender Gesture,” addressed one choreographer per decade and the 
influence they had on musical theatre and dance of that period. I chose those whom I felt 
had a defining influence on gesture as it relates to gender in this historical overview. 
31 
While many choreographers and their work overlapped across decades, I chose 
movement gestures from shows that happened in each decade. 
This piece, which opened my thesis concert, was the last to be choreographed. I 
realized, in early January, that not only was my planned concert a bit short in length, but 
that it would also assist the audience in understanding my approach to the two sections of 
Anything Goes​, by sharing some of my research with them in a performative way. Thus I 
danced and spoke simultaneously to engage the audience visually and auditorily in a visit 
through musical theatre history. This was inspired by my work with choreographer and 
MFA faculty member Claire Porter, an expert in combining dance and text, with whom I 
have worked extensively. By giving myself, and the audience, this historical timeline via 
the “Gender Gesture” solo, I was able to contextualize my approach and choreography 
for the re-envisioned sections of ​Anything Goes​. 
Performance Thesis Part B: “Anything Goes” 
As Ethan Mordden writes in ​Anything Goes: A History of American Musical 
Theatre​: “...the title song jumps with such a greed for syncopation that it suggests hordes 
of faddists shoving each other out of the way as they rush to defy behavioral norms. Is it 
a song or an exposé?” (142). Defying societal norms is exactly what I was looking for, 
and the title “Anything Goes” alone fits perfectly for how gender identification is much 
more fluid than some would think. Porter’s use of clever social commentary in his lyrics 
reflects themes that have not changed in the almost 100 years since it was written. 
Listeners can relate to the universality of the first lyric of “Times have changed…'' to the 
satirization of the supposed shock conservatives might feel at racy change. While Porter 
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may have been commenting on sexual identity in many of the lyrics, the song’s ‘patter’ 
between “When mothers pack and leave poor father because they decide they’d rather be 
tennis pros, anything goes” and “The world has gone mad today, and good’s bad today, 
and black’s white today, and day’s night today, when most guys today that women prize 
today are just silly gigolos''  underscores the topsy-turvy dynamics of societal change.  
By extracting this song from the context of the scene it is typically in, I was able 
to address the characters’ gender expression more specifically. In the 1987 revival of the 
show, which is the version that has been used to this day with few updates, this song is 
sung at the end of the first act. Billy Crocker, who is a stowaway on the ship because he 
is courting passenger Hope Harcourt, is mistaken for high valued mobster Snake Eyed 
Johnson. Instead of locking him up in the brig, the passengers and crew are thrilled to 
have such a celebrity on board as it will elevate their self-perceived celebrity status. As 
they cheer and make him their honorary captain, Reno Sweeney comments to the 
audience about the proceedings with this song. Cole Porter and all the writers were 
clearly satirizing America’s obsession with criminality. 
However, in the original show and the 1962 revival, Reno sang this song in 
response to her decision to pair off with Lord Evelyn Oakleigh. It is such an odd pairing, 
Reno as a vibrant leading lady matched with the effeminate Evelyn, that the song is 
needed to justify it. Knowing that this musical has gone through adaptations and changes 
to the libretto, with Porter songs being added and taken away, I felt a justification for 
changing the scene in which “Anything Goes” is sung.  
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In this scene for “Anything Goes,”​ ​I placed Reno Sweeney, who is gender fluid 
and happened to be played by a cisgender gay man in my version, in their stateroom with 
the four Angels, who are Reno’s backup singers in the cabaret act. Changing the location 
of the song to Reno’s stateroom, instead of the deck of the ship, allowed me to use the 
characters as models of how we see gender. The roles are typically cast as women and are 
represented as sexy chorus girls in their actions and costuming. However, I cast two men 
and two women in the roles with the intention of manipulating their gender expression 
through costuming and mannerisms. In this scene, Reno is acknowledging to the audience 
that “times have changed” and is essentially showing them exactly how much has 
changed via the scene that is about to unfold. Reno then indicates to the Angels to change 
their clothing to represent themselves against what is traditionally thought of as man or 
woman and also leads them to play with their physicalization of gender norms. They then 
leave the stateroom and encounter the passengers on deck, who are taken aback by the 
gender fluid outfits worn by Reno and the Angels but are eventually accepting of the 
situation. 
As was addressed earlier on in this paper, society tends to make a judgement on a 
person’s gender by the physicality and mannerisms of that person. Allowing the Angels 
and Reno to openly express themselves through their clothing choices gave the audience 
the opportunity to assess their own potential biases. Reno, directing them on their 
gendered movement, offered a demonstration on the fallacy of assigning specific 
physicalizations for a specifc sex.  
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Performance Thesis Part C: Gender and the “Couples” Performers in “Blow Gabriel 
Blow” 
At its core, “Blow Gabriel Blow” is a celebratory song that begs for choreography 
to match its infectious energy and big band feel. The song begins with the lyric 
responding to the orchestra, “a genuine innovation” (Mordden, ​Anything Goes ​142) that 
asks for innovative choreography as well. In the context of the musical, this song is a tent 
revival-like number, in which we see Reno (a former evangelist turned nightclub singer) 
as a sex symbol against the backdrop of a spiritual awakening, with the passengers 
gleefully admitting their sins—a subversive dig at “do as I say and not as I do.” For me, I 
also saw it as a celebration of acceptance. If Reno, in my version, is a gender fluid 
character, then the song could also have a meaning of finding “the light” as accepting 
who you are despite society’s binary definition. Therefore, I felt that idea could be 
demonstrated by showcasing more equitable relationships in partner dancing. The 
celebratory nature of it and how Reno is so engaging that the passengers are convinced to 
go along with her, is the perfect backdrop for showcasing the gender equity of switch 
dancing. 
As a teacher of partnered social dance forms in my Theatre Dance classes, I have 
been interested in how to approach who leads and who follows, since I have students who 
do not necessarily identify as either male (traditionally the leader) or female (traditionally 
the follower). Today, same sex partnering has become more accepted, evidenced by the 
fact that in 2019 The National Dance Council of America, which is the governing body in 
the United States for all sanctioned ballroom competitions, declared that a “couple is 
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defined as a leader or follower without regard to sex or gender of the dancer” (National 
Dance Council 5). Despite this advance, the format is still leader and follower. What 
caught my attention in the social dance world were the dancers who were switching 
leaders and followers during the dance itself, which is reflective of what relationships 
today are actually like; no one person is ever dominant in the partnership in most modern 
day couplings.  
Since ​Anything Goes​ was written in the swing era of the 1930s, it made sense to 
bring this genre of dance into the celebratory number of “Blow Gabriel Blow.” In my 
choreography of this number, I wanted there to be an evaporation of gender role 
definition in the swing dance inspired movement. The most helpful tool in creating this 
piece was utilizing eight dancers for a pre-production workshop in order to see if my 
vision of switch dancing would work and if teaching elements of switch method would be 
feasible in my classes. As I worked with the dancers, the frustration of learning a role 
with which a dancer was unfamiliar evolved into excitement when the steps were 
executed properly, which then led to a joy of experiencing both the lead and follower 
roles. The dancers were able to learn the basics within the choreography well, but 
practice and the ability to improvise seamlessly were required. This confirmed that 
choreographers and teachers can look to methods like switch swing dancing to 
incorporate gender equity in dance partnerships. 
Once in rehearsals with my cast for “Blow Gabriel Blow,” I chose to have the 
Angels partner with the actors playing the passengers, with the Angels taking the lead 
first. In order for the passengers (and the audience) to get a glimpse of what was to come, 
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two of the Angels demonstrated the switch concept to a slow bluesy dance break. That, 
and Reno’s proselytizing about salvation, entice the passengers to dance. What follows is 
a dance where the passengers and the Angels take turns with who leads and who follows. 
My goal was to create a piece filled with so much switching that the audience would no 
longer notice, or care, that the normal rules of gendered roles in a social dance form were 
being undone. That, and the fact that all the performers were in black, with Reno and the 
Angels in androgynous black shirts with a sequined pattern reminiscent of 1920s fashion, 
meant that lines of identification amongst the cast of characters became further blurred. 
This was intentionally different from the conservative present day “summer wear” of the 
passengers and the cross gendered costumes of Reno and the Angels in the previous 
dance “Anything Goes.” Thus the method of revising the numbers in terms of setting, 
movement, roles and costuming served to holistically address gender. 
Performance Thesis Part D: Challenging the Audience and Garnering Feedback in 
Post Performance Talkback  
The post performance “talkback” was an essential component of this thesis 
performance. Real time feedback from the audience created a stimulating set of 
perspectives on the future of musical theatre and dance in the context of shifting gender 
identities. There was agreement that the ability to revive musicals with a more current 
representation of society requires the support of the producers, who are taking the 
financial risk, as well as the members of creative teams who are responsible for adapting 
to the cultural norms. Even more ambitious, a suggestion emerged that perhaps original 
versions of musicals could be produced alongside revived versions to give an audience 
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context on the evolution of the musical. As was suggested, erasing the past is not 
necessarily the answer in re-envisioned musicals, however, respecting the original 
creator’s vision is. In modernizing a work and welcoming diversity, the aim is not to 
discriminate against the works of another era. There should be enough creative space and 
appetite for traditional forms of gender representation in theatre and for nonconforming 
representations.  
With respect to the portion of the piece pertaining to partnering, the idea of 
switching roles of leader and follower seemed to be universally embraced by the 
audience. My intention of evaporating gender role definitions as the switching continued 
was successful and was summarized best by one viewer’s comment that he enjoyed the 
celebration that was happening on stage and no longer concerned himself with the fact 
that he was experiencing something different. A loosening of restrictions on who controls 
a partnership can lead to a more complete expression of intention, especially if the 
intention of the story allows for it.  
In total, the response from the audience was an unqualified confirmation that 
addressing gender identification in dance is a topic relevant to our times and worthy of 
support and further exploration. I continued to receive positive and supportive feedback 
during the post performance weeks. 
 
Results and Implications for the Future 
Reflections on Process: Challenging the Performers 
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I began this endeavor with the idea that the young dancers would be more 
comfortable than I with taking on a different gender expression, role, and physicality 
compared to their self-gender identity. Their generation of theatre artists has more 
experience with those whose identities are nonconforming compared to my own 
generation. While this was certainly true, a couple of male dancers struggled with 
physicalizing femininity and also taking on the follower role and the need to let go of the 
control. The female dancers had no problem with taking the lead, but had a harder time 
dancing more aggressively and found they lacked the strength to support another dancer 
in a lift. In considering the origins of their dance training, I found that many of these 
young adult dancers had grown up in the competition studio dance world, where binary 
gender roles and expression are often reinforced. In ​Dance and Gender: An 
Evidence-Based Approach​, Karen Schupp writes about the “industrial body” (Oliver and 
Risner 79), which is a dancer who is trained and responds to the rules of working in the 
commercial dance industry. Karen Schupp writes about author Susan Leigh Foster’s 
observations of dancers in dance competitions: 
Every movement attempts to demonstrate the dancers’ heterosexual desirability as 
central to their identities and reasons for dancing. In this context of gendered 
bodies, female dancers appear seductive and display a varied array of emotions, 
most often portraying the ups and downs of being in a heterosexual romantic 
relationship . . . .  Male dancers portray moments of emotional sensitivity within 
an overarching narrative about heterosexual amorouos pursuits and must come 
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across as confident, authoritative, and in charge of female dancers. (Oliver and 
Risner 79) 
For the most part, my dancers seemed to confirm Foster’s observations on “industrial” 
dancers' views on how they are supposed to represent themselves onstage.  
I found that the performers in my piece were open to expressing themselves 
differently but needed instruction and practice to physicalize that expression. What came 
naturally to me because of my training and research was not as clear for the performers. 
Articulating what I wanted was challenging, and I had to use tools of movement analysis 
and imagery to provide more clarity. Giving the dancers historical context of how 
gendered gestural movement was implemented by choreographers of musical theatre, and 
how I was pushing the boundaries of those decisions even further, helped them to 
understand why they were being asked to physicalize gender in a different way. One 
dancer did not understand why I wanted him to walk as neutral as he could in heels when 
he preferred to “tip” walk, until I asked him, “Why do we immediately assume that 
wearing a high heel means the hyper feminine movement of ‘tipping’ is required?” All of 
this proved to me the need for the “Gender Gesture” solo at the beginning of the lecture 
demonstration. If these young dancers, who are more comfortable questioning the binary 
world as performers, needed this context then the audience certainly would as well.  
As a post-secondary dance and theatre teacher, I have witnessed an increase in 
students who identify as gender fluid or transgender. As a result, all departments in my 
place of work have recognized the need for the curriculum to evolve past traditional 
gender identities and roles. Teachers in the musical theatre and acting departments are 
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faced with exploring atypical gender identifications with the selection of student material, 
while the dance department is evaluating how to combat the art form’s perpetuation of 
gender stereotyping. The ongoing question has been how to balance the students’ needs 
and wishes as developing artists and future members of creative teams, with the reality of 
the current landscape of the musical theatre world in which binary identification persists. 
While the landscape is changing, it is a slow process that should be assisted by those 
educating the next generation of performers. I have found this to be true in my teaching 
experience beyond what I observed in my thesis piece. Embracing different gender 
perspectives in the classroom is certainly possible, but we need to supply physical 
training and clear direction to support those perspectives. That way, young professionals 
are prepared for whatever performance expression is asked of them. 
Fortunately, my department has been supportive of my work, especially having 
observed the positive feedback from students who are encouraged by the acceptance we 
offer and by what they saw or heard from others about my thesis performance. The other 
departments are interested in how we could broaden our training, and the feedback from 
other faculty has been supportive of exploring enhancements. Many were particularly 
interested in the information given during the “Gender Gesture” piece and felt that this 
piece could be offered to more students as insight into how these gender stereotypes in 
movement were formed. For me personally,​ ​this project was instrumental in my creative 
growth as a choreographer as I re-invent new ways of experiencing a musical (revival or 
new) as well as practice inclusivity in arts education. 
The Next Gen 
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As was discussed in the early part of this paper, gender roles and their expression 
in nonconformist ways have always been a part of the dance world but in musical theater, 
a popular staple of the viewing public, the depictions have been subtle and written in 
artistic “code.” Society’s level of acceptance had to evolve in order for artistic expression 
to become more pointed and forthright. Even so, in a more contemporary time, the 
women are dancing more aggressively, but they are still predominantly in heels and 
skirts. Men have more lyrical movement, but are still represented as our culture’s 
traditional definition of masculinity. One way to subvert gender is to choreograph all the 
dancers doing the same movement, which certainly has been repeatedly done.  
In teaching the next generation of dance and theatre artists who view gender as a 
spectrum of possibilities rather than as a binary choice, it is important to approach 
movement practices with the inclusivity inherent in that change. Preparing this next 
generation of theatre artists means preparing them for the myriad of roles they might 
play. It is no longer about training a dancer who appears to be male to ‘butch it up,’ as 
many of my male colleagues were instructed to do in their youth. Or, conversely, for 
females to be the only ones who dance alluringly. I have found that in acknowledging and 
exploring our differences, students and teachers can embrace the myriad ways of training 
the body to express all gender identities. We can do that while still posing questions 
about gender identity, expression and gender roles. I recognize that this research did not 
answer all my questions, and I struggle still with how to value a performer’s identity 
while  training them to take on another’s. However, my performance thesis and my own 
teaching experience confirms that students in my classes and/or in my pieces are willing 
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to embrace the discomfort of gender explorations and are better able to discover or 
unleash another part of themselves and their artistry.  
The New Partners 
In terms of partner work, dancers in musical theatre would benefit from more 
training in contact improvisation and exercises in shared weight. That way, dancers of 
different stature could support each other in order to expand choreographic possibilities. 
Partner dancing in musicals traditionally has been utilized in dance breaks for the lead 
characters and for those of the ensemble. In a clear summation by Richard Dyer in 
Dance, Gender and Culture​, “Bodies in a couple-dance may be ​side by side, mirroring, 
mutually holding ​or in ​relations of dependency​” (Thomas 52). It is the “relations of 
dependency” part that is the most salient in regards to gender roles. Typically, the woman 
is dependent upon the man, not only to lead her in regards to social dance forms, which 
musical theatre choreography is influenced by, but when executing movements that could 
not be done without the strength and support of her male partner. Dyer notes a difference 
between support that is enabling, aiding the partner to execute movement on their own, or 
disabling (the movement could not possibly be done without the partner controlling it) 
(Thomas 53). Either way, often, the support is from the male partner. It is the enabling 
support that definitely could be explored when creating partnered movement outside of 
gender normative roles​ ​and that could equalize the power dynamic in a partnership. One 
of my tall female dancers, in reference to the swing switch choreography, stated that her 
height is a hindrance in casting sometimes and, if creative teams could consider her as the 
support or lead in a partnership with a smaller male dancer, for example, her hiring 
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potential might increase. I empathize with her perspective. As a taller woman myself, I 
often was cast only if there were other tall male dancers with whom I could partner. To 
that point, as a result of my thesis exploration, the partnered curriculum at my place of 
work has been adapted to include a change in gender roles. 
Past as a Prologue to the Future   
Gender identity expansion, to me, offers greater creative freedom and opportunity 
of expression both in developing new dance theater works and re-inventing past 
successes. I argue that there is a place for both in our appreciation of musical dance 
theater. We should continue to honor the world the original writers created as well as 
envision how that world could be seen through today’s lenses, as both can have impact 
and relevance. In terms of character roles, there is still a dearth of characters that are 
nonconforming in musicals, but that is changing. Daniel Fish, the director behind the 
successfully re-imagined ​Oklahoma​, is planning to tackle another unconventional revival 
this summer of the musical ​The Most Happy Fella​. According to ​The​ ​New York Times​, 
“​The production is ‘strongly’ encouraging performers who identify as transgender, 
nonbinary or queer to audition” (Coleman). This is promising news for the state of 
inclusivity in the theatre. While the goal is not to erase what has come before, the more 
the public is exposed to the diversity among us, the more accepting it may become over 
time with the end result being the declining relevance of gender identity as a defining 
factor in theater and dance. Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, educators in dance and 
particularly in musical theater dance, need to understand how to modify their teaching 
approaches and methods, incorporate a broader array of skill development for their 
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students to include for example upper body strength training, and develop a greater 
sensitivity to student gender identities and the resulting expectations. 
One way to broaden students’ understanding of how gender is seen in theatre 
dance is with the development of a course on gender roles in musical theatre in the 20th 
century seeded by this thesis. This course would examine musical theatre dance in the 
20th century and beyond through the lens of gender roles and identity, and which 
choreographers aided in establishing those roles and helped define how audiences 
perceive gender in dance and theatre. By defining gender through aesthetics and 
physicalization of movement styles, students would see how choreographers interpreted 
their idea of gender identity through movement.  
Through coursework or seminars, I would enjoy directing and/or choreographing 
revivals with a non-binary interpretation. What other musicals could be altered but not 
viewed as being mocked? Setting these works in institutions of higher learning would 
encourage the next generation of theatre artists to seek and even establish a commercial 
landscape that promotes inclusivity. In regards to ​Anything Goes​, my version of “Blow 
Gabriel Blow” with switch partnering was a successful integration of fluidity in gender 
roles in dance, and it very well could be an inspiration to many dance numbers in 
musicals. With “Anything Goes,” I specifically emphasized the physicalization and 
aesthetics of gender, which would not totally be appropriate within the context of the 
actual show. Therefore, it would be interesting to put the song back into its actual scene 
on the deck of the ship and contemporize the full musical through the lens of society 
45 
today without making an overt statement about gender. Rather, gender nonconformity 
might be viewed as merely a fact of life, not as a shock effect.  
An important question remains that needs further exploration but is beyond the 
scope of this paper i.e. what factors are likely to define the future musical dance theatre 
scene and will the current sensitivity to gender identity become less relevant as a 
conscious element? That is a futuristic exploration of interest as a sequel to this work. 
More research is warranted into choreography that has sought or is seeking to create 
entirely gender neutral dance performances as well as what the audience appetite may be 
for a new musical form sans gender roles. There is much to explore in envisioning what 
the artistic license of the future might offer, how choreographers would approach that, 
how audiences might react, and how dancers would shed their perceptions of self and 
become totally androgenous in their performance roles. It could be that an entirely new 
genre, free of the gender bias inherent in most 20th century musicals, might ignite 
broadened acceptance. Perhaps a collaboration with a writer and composer could occur as 
a creative team. In addition, a wider and more deliberate conversation among educators 
may be seeded by this thesis into what gender neutrality means in dance, the specifics of 
a revised curriculum that incorporates this element, and methods for interacting with 
students on this topic when there is less emotional sensitivity and more acceptance of it 
as a fact of modern student cohorts.  
In closing, the academic content of my graduate program grounded my 
experiential learning in a deeper understanding of and appreciation for the dance art form 
and led to a serious reflection of how dance is performed and taught today with a student 
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body increasingly becoming gender fluid. While there is still much to study,​ ​I found that 
my performance thesis and its foundational research and application touched a nerve in a 
positive way among both students and educators given the feedback since. I hope to 
continue to pursue and apply my work in an educational setting​ ​and press for a new 
vision in this art form. 
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